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PRESENT STATE 


RoMAN CATHOLICS IN ENGLAND, 


ERE I not convinced that an 
alleviation of the difficulties the 

Roman Catholics lie under, would be 
equally advantageous to all parties, I ſhould 
not at this critical period become their ad- 
vocate. England now. ſtands in need of 
every aſſiſtance: it may therefore ſeem 
bad policy, to relax thoſe laws which have 
been wiſely framed for her protection in 
former reigns, and to hazard a future evil 
for an uncertain and temporary good. 
Many, at leaſt, may conſider the laſt act 
B : for 


members of the church of Rome. 


4 


for the relief of the Papiſts in this point of 
view; and as their apprehenſions are pro- 
bably founded on good motives, they will 
doubtleſs receive with candour any at- 
tempt to remove their fears, and diſpel 
their doubts. 


In the prefent ſtate of refined philoſophy, 
we may expect every candid reaſoner will 


agree with us, that perſecution for religious 
opinions is equally unjuſt and irrational. 
Unjuſt, as it puniſhes thoſe moſt ſeverely 
who act up to the dictates of their own 
conſcience; irrational, as it muſt defeat its 


own purpoſe, by embittering the minds, 
and confirming the prezudices of the ſuf- 
ferers, inſtead of reclaiming them. We 
need not a Locke to convince us of this 
truth: yet admitting it, we muſt not too 
haſtily condemn thoſe acts of the legiſ- 
lature, (from the firſt of Elizabeth to the 


eleventh and twelfth of William III.) 


which have impoſed reſtraints on the 


It 
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It is well known, that the oppoſition 

ariſing from different religious opinions 
at the time of the Reformation, had en- 
gaged one party (and that no ſmall one) 
to deny the legitimacy of Elizabeth, and 
to ſupport the title of the queen of Scot- 
land. This gave birth to ſome real con- 
ſpiracies againft the ſtate; and many 1 more 
(as uſual) were apprehended.” Thus reli- 
gious opinions were unhappily united with 
political ones; and it became neceſſary to 


curb the former, to | Prevenit the bad er 
fects of * * | | 


The ſame reaſons (or at leaf the ſame 
apprehenfions)prevailed through the reigns 
of James and Charles I. They were 
further encteafed after the Reſtoration, 
by the perſeverance of James, duke of 
York, in the religion of the church of 
Rome. His ſueceſſion to the throne, and 
| ſubſequent” abdication, divided the two 
parties more widely than ever. It is no 
wonder, therefore, that William III. not 
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only "= RO the old penalties, but added 
ſome new diſabilities, to check the mem 
bers of a religion which denied his right to 
the crown. The moſt moderate Proteſtant, 
who now wonders at the enacting of thoſe 
ſtatutes, had he lived in the times of 
Eliazbeth and William, would probably 
have given his aſſent to them, with a full 
conviction of their propriety. La: 


| Thus far we may apologize for the 
framers of theſe ſtatutes; yet, after all 
proper allowance being made for the paſ- 
ſions and prejudices of human nature, it 
iill muſt be owned theſe laws are ſo ſevere 
and ſanguinary, that if they had been 
executed to their full rigour, it would be 
very difficult to excuſe them. For“ 
(as an excellent * author has obſerved) 
6 they are rather to be accounted for from 
their hiſtory, and the urgency of the times 
which producedthem, than tobe apptoved, 


® Blackſtone's Com. vol. iv. p. 57. 
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upon a cool review, as a ſtanding ſyſtem 
of law. Queen Elizabeth, at firſt, en- 
joined no more than the oath of ſupremacy; 
and in her ſecond parliament, only en- 
larged the penalties of the former ack. Be- 
ing excommunicated by the court of Rome, 
in the year 1 571, ſhe made it high treaſon 
to ſue for bills of abſolution; and ſome 
years after, as a further check to the ex- 
erciſe of the Romiſh religion, the ſaying 
or hearing of maſs was puniſhed by fine 
and impriſonment. As the paſſions of the 
nation grew more inflamed, every * Jeſuit 
or prieſt, born in theſe kingdoms, was g 
declared. guilty of high treaſon; and their. 
aiders and abettors of felony without bene= 

fit of clergy. Hav ng thus taken from 
the Papiſts the poſſibility of ſpiritual relief 
from their paſtors, they were (by the ſame 
ſtatute) denied the privilege of educating 
their children; for if any perſon ſent 
abroad for that purpoſe, did not return in 
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65 
fix months, and take the oath of abjura- 
tion, he too was guilty of high treaſon. 
Informations were encouraged by great 
rewards and heavy penalties; and to guard 
againſt ſuppoſed dangers, every recuſant 
convict was forbidden to go five miles from 
home without licence, on forfeiture of his 
goods and lands. Yet this was not all, 
for if London was his place of reſidence, 
he was obliged (if we except ſome few in- 
dulgences granted to tradeſmen) to aban- 
don the city, under the penalty of 100 l.. 
But a country retirement was no ſecurity 
pgainſt vexItion : under a legal ſanction, 
their houſes were liable to be ſearched for 
books and arms, and their horſes were 
ſeizable on a ſlight information. Being 
deprived of every perſonal privilege, which 
could render life dear to an Engliſhman; 


forbidden the means of defence, unpro- 


tected by the law; their property was 


doubly taxed, and they were \Prolubited 
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purchaſing lands, and even inheriting what 
their anceſtors had left *x. Such were the 
diſabilities under which, they laboured: 
they were gradually introduced; but were 
ſuch as humanity revolts againſt, and 
which even the moſt rigorous policy would 
have rejected, had they not been viewed 
through the cloudy medium of enthufiaſ- 
tic zeal, | 


To the praiſe, however, of our judges, 
be it known, that the rigour of theſe 
ſtatutes has always been moderated by 
their deciſions ; nor have the courts of law 
encouraged of late years ſuch vexatious 

-proſecutions. Notwithſtanding this, the 
moderation of the preſent age, the relax- 
ation of diſcipline in the church of Rome, 
and the general tenor of conduct which 
the members of that perſuaſion have main- 
tained for many years, certainly entitle 
them to a participation of thoſe natural 
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rights which every other Britiſh ſubject, 


(whatever his religious opinions may bs) 
enjoys in the fulleſt extent. In fo deli- 
cate an affair, it is neceſſary to proceed 
with caution; and our legiſlature have 
hitherto taken only ſuch ſteps as the moſt 
bigotted admirer of the old ſtatutes can- 
not diſapprove. Popiſh ec:lefiaſtics, and 
teachers of youth, cannot now, as ſuch, 
be impriſoned ; but the public exerciſe 
of their religion is no more allowed than 
it was before. They are permitted to 
purchaſe lands, or inherit them, in their 
own name, but the other diſabilities till 
continue. Even theſe privileges are con- 
fined to thoſe who take an oath of alle- 
giance to the . Brunſwick line, and re- 
nounce all the odious and antiquated | 
claims of the court of Rome, which have 
long lain dormant, and never were al- 
lowed in the Gallican church. The. ſole 
difference between this oath, and that 
impoſed by the 3oth Car. II. is, that in 
the one they are expected to change and 
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| renounce thoſe opinions, which they had 
1mbibed from their birth, and which could 
have no influence on their political con- 
duct; in the other, they diſown only ſuch 
tenets as might tend to make them dan - 
gerous to the ſtate. 


Let us then conſider how the preſent 
act operates in their favour. The prin- 
cipal relief conſiſts in depriving a Pro- 
teſtant truſtee of the power of uſurping 
the eſtate of any member of the church 
of Rome; this is certainly a ſenſible re- 
relief, and thankfully acknowledged by 
them as ſuch ; and every one muſt allow 
an extenſive property leſs dangerous in 
the hands of a man of principle and 
education (though of the Romiſh perſua- 
ſion), than of one who may be induced, 
when temptation offers, to violate the 
moſt ſacred truſts. Thus far their diſtreſſes 
are really removed. In what inſtances. 
it would be proper to abrogate the older 
ſtatutes we are yet to conſider. In every 
| a inno- 
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innovation, the dictates of humanityſhould 
be weighed with thoſe of prudence. The 
policy, therefore, of repealing ſome of the 5 
penal laws againſt Roman Catholics, and 
adopting ſuch as might anſwer the falu- 
tary purpoſes of mutual advantage, is what 
I would offer to public conſideration. 


One of the greateſt inconveniences to 
which the members of the Romiſh church 
are yet ſubject, is the impoſſibility of en- 
gaging their younger ſons in either our 
military or marine. Forbid to enroll them- 
ſelves for the defence of a country en- 
deared to them by every tie of patriotiſm 
and family connection, they are forced 
into the ſervice of our natural enemies. 


Take one recent inſtance. Mr. Roche of 


the Randraon, who fought ſo gallantly 
in the engagement laſt ſummer between 
the Arethuſa and the Belle Poule, and 
Mr. Green, who died with ſuch diſtim- 
guiſhed bravery in the fame action, were 
by birth our fellow. ſubjects. What re- 
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ſiſtance hade we not reaſon to fear, and 
vwhat ſervices may we not expect from men, 
who would, no doubt, have ſhewn efforts 
in defence of Great Britain, ſuperior, if 
poſſible, to thoſe that redounded ſo much 
to their credit in the ſervice of France? 
The idea of accommodating the Roman | 
Catholics in theſe reſpects, is, I know, 
liable to many and great objections. The 
fixing the rank to which an officer may 
arrive ſhort of the ſupreme command, 
ſeems to hinder opportunities of rewarding 
exalted merit, and the jealouſy ariſing 
from this diſtinction may revive religious 
animoſities. To ſhew theſe difficulties are 
not inſurmountable, I beg to mention, that 
having talked with ſome Roman Catho- 
lics on the ſubject, they ſeem not to wiſh 
for an aſſociation in military command, 
except under ſuch reſtrictions as ſhould 
effectually ſilence the feats of all moderate 
perſons. Belides, the number of Roman 
Catholics in England is too ſmall to raiſe 
Ca | any 
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any doubt about the ſafety of the mea- 
ſure, or endanger any one bulwark of 
cither the Proteſtant religion, or Proteſtant 
ſucceſſion. 


ö 


As for the article of double taxes, it 
muſt be conſidered as a very unneceſſary 
burthen on the Roman Catholics, and but 
as a ſmall relief to the Proteſtant free - 
holders; for in thoſe counties where the 
former are moſt numerous, the land-tax 
is ſo very low, that if it was equally levied, 
the latter would ſcarcely perceive it to be 
a grievance. So that it only lies heavy 
on a few individuals, without aſſiſting 
either the public or private intereſt, The 
policy of this ſtatute is leſs evident than 
that of many other of the penal laws, as 
it can only irritate, but not depreſs; and 
puniſh rather than reſtrain. I therefore 
with pleaſure obſerved a motion made by 
a honourable member in oppoſition, the 
beginning of the preſent year, to aboliſh 

this 
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this invidious diſtinction. It may be 
difficult to determine, in regard to the 
other diſabilities, in what inſtances they 
ſhould be removed; but in their preſent 
ſtate we give the malicious an opportu- 
nity of diſtreſſing their feJlow-ſubjeQs of 
the Romiſh religion, to gratify private 
revenge, or extort money to prevent ac- 
cuſations. Theſe inſtances I hope are very 
rare, but they are ſtill liable to ſuch at- 
tacks, as the ſtatutes on which they are 
founded are unrepealed; nor is it in the 
power of a juſtice of the peace, however 
moderate, to reje& informations when re- 
gularly produced. That there are ſuch 
men, may be eaſily imagined; and I have 
known an inſtance within theſe few years, 
where the diſabilities ariſing from the Ro- 
miſh religion ſubjected a moſt aimable 
young baronet to a ſeries of vexations 
from a neighbouring clergyman, Would 
not the heart of every honeſt man revolt 
againſt the exiſtence of a power liable to 


_ ſuch 
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ſach abuſe, when he knows. his avowed 
plea for ſo mean and unjuſt a conduct, 
was the power he had to ſilence either 
reſentment or proſecution, by enforcing 
the moſt ſevere penalties againſt his in- 
jured pariſhioner. 


As for the oppoſition raiſed in Scotland, 
Ifhall only obſerve, that if the late ſtatute 
hath revived a religious phrenzy in that part 
of the kingdom, there are many worthy 
and diſtinguiſhed men in that country who 
abhor the idea of intolerance; and as I 
have no doubt that England will foon 
feel the good effects of her indulgence to 
the members of the church of Rome, I 
hope that in a ſhort time the ſame prin- 
ciples of moderation will ſpread to the 
northern extremity of this iſland, and 
that every part of Great Britain will 
equally protect the rights of humanity in 
every religious perſuaſion. 


I would 
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I would rather wiſh to recommend re- 
dreſs on theſe important ſubjects, than 
point out the mode; and I hope whilſt 
motives of conſcience and benevolence 
recommend this attempt to the calm and 
retired part of mankind, the ſame laud- 
able feelings will influence the legiſlature, 
in behalf. of an undertaking which may 
tend to a union of intereſts, and conſe- 


quently promote the honour and happi- 
neſs of theſe realms. Entirely ignorant 


of the reception, the haſty thoughts of 
an immature judgment may meet with, ig- 
norant even whether the Roman Catholics 
themſelves will allow obligations to fo 
weak an advocate, I offer my thoughts 
to the public; armed againſt the attacks 
of cenſure by a conſciouſneſs that mo- 
tives of patriotiſm have influenced me in 

a work, which the greateſt abilities may 
not be aſhamed to ſecond, however mean- 
ly they may rate the preſent performance. 
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